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(57) ABSTRACT

The ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus including a cross-section
region image constituting unit configured to constitute a
cross-section region image at a diagnosis portion of a diag-
nosing object through an ultrasound probe, an elasticity infor-
mation calculating unit configured to calculate elasticity
information indicating hardness, an elasticity image consti-
tuting unit configured to constitute an elasticity image based
on the elasticity information calculated at the elasticity infor-
mation calculating unit, and an image display unit configured
to display the cross-section region image and the elasticity
image, includes a temporal variation analyzing unit config-
ured to analyze temporal variation at respective measurement
points from the elasticity information calculated at the elas-
ticity information calculating unit and a temporal variation
image constituting unit configured to constitute a temporal
variation image based on the temporal variation analyzed at
the temporal variation analyzing unit, and the image display
unit displays the temporal variation image.

14 Claims, 7 Drawing Sheets
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1
ULTRASONIC DIAGNOSIS APPARATUS AND
IMAGE DISPLAY METHOD

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to an ultrasonic diagnosis
apparatus which displays a cross-section region image inside
a diagnosing object by utilizing an ultrasonic wave, and an
image display method.

BACKGROUND ART

An ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus transmits an ultrasonic
wave to inside of a diagnosing object using an ultrasound
probe, receives an ultrasound reflected echo signal according
to a structure of biological tissue from the inside of the diag-
nosing object and constitutes and displays a cross-section
region image of the inside of the diagnosing object.

Further, in the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus, strain of
tissue at a cross-section region portion of the diagnosing
object is obtained, an elasticity image at the cross-section
region portion is generated based on the strain and displayed
on a display apparatus, a plurality of regions of interest are set
in the cross-section region image displayed on the display
apparatus or the elasticity image, elasticity information in
each region of interest is indexed, and the index value is
displayed at the display apparatus (see Patent Literature 1).

According to Patent Literature 1, it is possible to quantita-
tively evaluate hardness of biological tissue at a diagnosis
portion.

CITATION LIST
Patent Literature
Patent Literature 1: WO 06/013916
SUMMARY OF INVENTION
Technical Problem

However, since an operator manually sets a plurality of
regions of interest in a cross-section region image or an elas-
ticity image, the calculated index value of the elasticity infor-
mation depends on settings by the operator. Further, the
operator cannot confirm whether measurement is performed
while regions of interest are set at stable measurement posi-
tions.

Therefore, an object of the present invention is to provide
an ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus which can display a tem-
poral variation image based on temporal variation of elastic-
ity information and an image display method.

Solution to Problem

To solve the above-described problem, in an ultrasonic
diagnosis apparatus comprising a cross-section region image
constituting unit configured to constitute a cross-section
region image at a diagnosis portion of a diagnosing object
through an ultrasound probe, an elasticity information calcu-
lating unit configured to calculate elasticity information indi-
cating hardness, an elasticity image constituting unit config-
ured to constitute an elasticity image based on the elasticity
information calculated at the elasticity information calculat-
ing unit, and an image display unit configured to display the
cross-section region image and the elasticity image, the ultra-
sonic diagnosis apparatus includes a temporal variation ana-
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2

lyzing unit configured to analyze temporal variation at
respective measurement points from the elasticity informa-
tion calculated at the elasticity information calculating unit,
and atemporal variation image constituting unit configured to
constitute a temporal variation image based on the temporal
variation analyzed at the temporal variation analyzing unit,
and the image display unit displays the temporal variation
image.

Further, an image display method for displaying a cross-
section region image and an elasticity image, includes a step
of analyzing temporal variation at respective measurement
points from elasticity information indicating hardness, a step
of constituting a temporal variation image based on the tem-
poral variation, and a step of displaying the temporal variation
image.

Advantageous Effect of Invention

According to the present invention, it is possible to display
a temporal variation image based on temporal variation of
elasticity information.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating a configuration of an
ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus of the present invention.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating a configuration of a
temporal variation analyzing unit of the present invention.

FIG. 3 is a diagram illustrating a display form of an image
display unit of the present invention.

FIG. 4 is a diagram illustrating a display form of the image
display unit of the present invention.

FIG. 5 is a flowchart illustrating operation of the present
invention.

FIG. 6 is a block diagram illustrating a configuration of an
ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus of the present invention.

FIG. 7 is a diagram illustrating a display form of the image
display unit of the present invention.

DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS

An ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus according to the present
invention will be described below with reference to the draw-
ings.

First Embodiment

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating an ultrasonic diag-
nosis apparatus according to a first embodiment of the present
invention.

As illustrated in FIG. 1, the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus
according to the present embodiment includes an ultrasound
probe 12 used while being made to abut on a diagnosing
object 10, a transmitting unit 14 configured to repeatedly
transmit ultrasonic waves to the diagnosing object 10 through
the ultrasound probe 12 at a time interval, a receiving unit 20
configured to receive time-series reflected echo signals gen-
erated at the diagnosing object 10, an ultrasonic wave trans-
mission and reception control unit 18 configured to control
the transmitting unit 14 and the receiving unit 20, a phasing
and adding unit 22 configured to phase and add the received
reflected echoes to generate RF signal frame data in a time-
series manner, a cross-section region image constituting unit
24 configured to constitute a cross-section region image
based on the RF signal frame data generated at the phasing
and adding unit 22, an image synthesizing unit 26 configured
to synthesize the cross-section region image, other images,
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numerical information, and the like, an image display unit 28
configured to display an image output from the image syn-
thesizing unit 26, an RF signal frame data selecting unit 30
configured to select at least two pieces of RF signal frame
data, a displacement measuring unit 32 configured to measure
displacement of biological tissue of the diagnosing object 10
using the selected pieces of RF signal frame data, an elasticity
information calculating unit 34 configured to obtain elasticity
information from the displacement measured at the displace-
ment measuring unit 32, an elasticity image constituting unit
36 configured to constitute an elasticity image from the elas-
ticity information calculated at the elasticity information cal-
culating unit 34, an operating unit 40 configured to allow an
operator to perform operation, a control unit 42 configured to
control respective components according to the operation at
the operating unit 40, a temporal variation analyzing unit 50
configured to analyze temporal variation from the elasticity
information calculated at the elasticity information calculat-
ing unit 34, and a temporal variation image constituting unit
52 configured to constitute a temporal variation image based
on the temporal variation analyzed at the temporal variation
analyzing unit 50. A dashed line illustrated in FIG. 1 indicates
a body of the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus.

The ultrasound probe 12 which is formed so that a plurality
of transducers are arranged, transmits and receives ultrasonic
waves to and from the diagnosing object 10 with which the
ultrasound probe 12 is brought into contact, through the trans-
ducers. The transmitting unit 14 generates a transmission
pulse for driving the ultrasound probe 12 to generate ultra-
sonic waves and sets a convergence point of ultrasonic waves
to be transmitted at certain depth, and repeatedly transmits the
ultrasonic waves to the diagnosing object 10 through the
ultrasound probe 12 at a time interval. The receiving unit 20
has a function of receiving time-series reflected echo signals
generated from the diagnosing object 10 through the ultra-
sound probe 12 and amplifying the received reflected echo
signals with a predetermined gain to generate an RF signal
(received signal). The ultrasonic wave reception control unit
18 controls the transmitting unit 14 and the receiving unit 20
to transmit and receive ultrasonic waves to the diagnosing
object 10 through the ultrasound probe 12. The phasing and
adding unit 22 phases and adds the reflected echo signals
received at the receiving unit 20. At this time, the phasing and
adding unit 22 performs phase control on the RF signal ampli-
fied at the receiving unit 20 to form an ultrasonic wave beam
for one or a plurality of convergence points and generate
time-series RF signal frame data which is ultrasonic wave
cross-section region data.

The cross-section region image constituting unit 24
receives as input, data at a cross-section region portion of the
diagnosing object 10, specifically, the RF signal frame data
from the phasing and adding unit 22, performs signal pro-
cessing such as gain correction, log compression, detection,
contour enhancement and filtering processing to constitute
cross-section region image data (for example, a monochrome
gray-scale cross-section region image of the diagnosing
object 10). Further, the cross-section region image constitut-
ing unit 24 is constituted to include an A/D converter config-
ured to convert the cross-section region image data into a
digital signal, a frame memory configured to store a plurality
of pieces of converted cross-section region image data in a
time-series manner, and a controller, which are not illustrated.
The cross-section region image data of the inside of the diag-
nosing object 10 stored in the frame memory is acquired as
one image, and the acquired cross-section region image data
is read out in synchronization with TV.
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The RF signal frame data selecting unit 30 stores the RF
signal frame data output from the phasing and adding unit 22,
and selects at least two pieces of (a pair of) RF signal frame
data from the stored RF signal frame data group. For example,
the RF signal frame data selecting unit 30 sequentially stores
the RF signal frame data generated in a time-series manner
from the phasing and adding unit 22, that is, based on a frame
rate of an image, and selects the stored RF signal frame data
(N) as first data, and selects one piece of RF signal frame data
(X) from the RF signal frame data group (N-1, N-2,
N-3, ..., N-M) stored temporally in the past. It should be
noted that N, M and X are index numbers assigned to the
respective pieces of the RF signal frame data and are natural
numbers.

The displacement measuring unit 32 measures displace-
ment of the biological tissue of the diagnosing object 10. To
be specific, the displacement measuring unit 32 obtains a
vector indicating the displacement at the biological tissue
corresponding to the respective measurement points of the
cross-section region image, that is, one-dimensional or two-
dimensional displacement distribution regarding direction
and magnitude of the displacement from the pair of data
selected by the RF signal frame data selecting unit 30, that is,
the RF signal frame data (N) and the RF signal frame data (X)
by performing one-dimensional or two-dimensional correla-
tion processing. Here, a block matching method or a phase
gradient method is used to detect the vector. In the block
matching method, the image is divided into blocks comprised
of, for example, NxN pixels, attention is focused on a block
within a predetermined region (for example, a parameter
acquisition region which will be described later), a block
most approximate to the block on which attention is focused
in a current frame is searched from the previous frame, and
predictive coding, that is, processing for determining a
sample value using a difference is performed with reference
to the block. By this means, a vector is detected by obtaining
displacement at the respective measurement points of the
cross-section region image. In the phase gradient method, a
vector is detected by calculating a movement amount of a
wave of the received signal from phase information of the
wave and obtaining displacement at the respective measure-
ment points of the cross-section region image.

A pressure measuring unit which is not illustrated, mea-
sures stress at measurement points inside the diagnosing
object 10 based on pressure detected by a pressure sensor, or
the like, provided between an ultrasonic wave transmission
and reception face of the ultrasound probe 12 and the diag-
nosing object 10.

The elasticity information calculating unit 34 obtains strain
or a modulus of elasticity of tissue at the cross-section region
portion based on the ultrasound cross-section region data at
the cross-section region portion of the diagnosing object 10.
In the present embodiment, the elasticity information calcu-
lating unit 34 calculates strain or a modulus of elasticity of the
biological tissue corresponding to the respective measure-
ment points on the cross-section region image based on dis-
placement information of the biological tissue measured at
the displacement measuring unit 32, for example, a motion
vector, using the RF signal frame data selected by the RF
signal frame data selecting unit 30. It should be noted that
when calculating the modulus of elasticity of the biological
tissue, the elasticity information calculating unit 34 takes into
account a pressure value output from the pressure measuring
unit.

At this time, data of the strain is calculated by spatially
differentiating a movement amount, for example, displace-
ment of the biological tissue. Further, data of the modulus of
elasticity is calculated by dividing change of the pressure by
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change ofthe strain. For example, given that the displacement
measured by the displacement measuring unit 32 is L.(X) and
the pressure measured by the pressure measuring unitis P(X),
because strain AS(X) can be calculated by spatially differen-
tiating [(X), strain AS(X) can be obtained using an equation
of AS(X)=AL(X)/AX.

Further, aYoung’s modulus Ym(X) of the data of the modu-
lus of elasticity can be obtained using an equation of Ym=AP
(X)/AS(X). Because the modulus of elasticity of the biologi-
caltissue corresponding to the respective measurement points
of the cross-section region image can be obtained from this
Young’s modulus Ym, two-dimensional elasticity image data
can be continuously obtained. It should be noted that the
Young’s modulus is a ratio of simple tensile stress applied to
an object with respect to strain occurring in parallel to ten-
sion.

The elasticity image constituting unit 36 constitutes an
elasticity image at the cross-section region portion based on
the elasticity information obtained at the elasticity informa-
tion calculating unit 34. The elasticity image constituting unit
36 which is constituted to include a frame memory and an
image processing unit, stores the elasticity frame data in the
frame memory, and performs image processing on the stored
frame data.

Further, the elasticity image constituting unit 36 has a
function of providing hue information to the elasticity frame
data, and converts the elasticity frame data into image data to
which red (R), green (G) and blue (B) which are the three
primary colors of light, are provided based on the elasticity
frame data. For example, the elasticity image constituting unit
36 converts elasticity data including large strain into a red
code, and converts elasticity data including small strain into a
blue code.

The temporal variation analyzing unit 50 analyzes tempo-
ral variation at the respective measurement points (respective
pixels) from the elasticity information calculated at the elas-
ticity information calculating unit 34. The temporal variation
analyzing unit 50 analyzes temporal variation at the respec-
tive measurement points from a plurality of frames of the
elasticity information and calculates a measurement point at
which temporal variation is greater than a threshold. The
measurement point at which temporal variation is great is a
measurement point where an index value of the elasticity
information between the plurality of frames of the elasticity
information is not stable (varies), and is a measurement point
at which measurement cannot be performed using the index
value of the elasticity information. The index value of the
elasticity information is a value indexed using a ratio of the
elasticity information, difference of the elasticity informa-
tion, or the like.

The temporal variation image constituting unit 52 consti-
tutes a temporal variation image indicating a degree of tem-
poral variation based on the temporal variation analyzed at
the temporal variation analyzing unit 50. The temporal varia-
tion image constituting unit 52 constitutes a temporal varia-
tion image for a measurement point at which temporal varia-
tion is greater than the threshold, while not constituting a
temporal variation image for a measurement point at which
temporal variation is smaller than the threshold.

The image synthesizing unit 26 which is constituted to
include a frame memory, an image processing unit and an
image selecting unit, creates a synthetic image of the cross-
section region image and the elasticity image and a synthesis
image of the cross-section region image and the temporal
variation image using a method typified by a blending. The
frame memory stores the cross-section region image data
from the cross-section region image constituting unit 24, the
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elasticity image data from the elasticity image constituting
unit 36 and the temporal variation image data from the tem-
poral variation image constituting unit 52.

Further, the image processing unit synthesizes the cross-
section region image data and the elasticity image data stored
in the frame memory while changing a synthesis ratio, and
synthesizes the cross-section region image data and the tem-
poral variation image data stored in the frame memory while
changing a synthesis ratio. Brightness information and hue
information of each pixel of the synthetic images are obtained
by adding respective information of the images to be synthe-
sized at the respective synthesis ratios. Further, the image
selecting unit selects an image to be displayed among the
cross-section region image data, the elasticity image data and
the temporal variation image data within the frame memory,
and the synthetic image data in the image processing unit, and
makes the image display unit 28 display the selected image.

It should be noted that the image synthesizing unit 26 is
controlled by the control unit 42 based on image display
conditions, or the like, set through the operating unit 40. The
operating unit 40 includes operation devices such as a mouse,
akeyboard, a track ball, a touch pen and a joystick, and can set
the image display conditions, or the like.

The image display unit 28 displays the cross-section region
image, the elasticity image, the temporal variation image, or
the like, selected by the image selecting unit of the image
synthesizing unit 26.

Here, the temporal variation analyzing unit 50 will be
described using FIG. 2. The temporal variation analyzing unit
50 has an elasticity information frame storing unit 60 config-
ured to store a plurality of frames of the elasticity informa-
tion, and a temporal variation calculating unit 62 configured
to calculate temporal variation from the plurality of frames of
the elasticity information.

The elasticity information calculating unit 34 obtains strain
of the tissue at the respective measurement points at the
cross-section region portion or the elasticity information of
the modulus of elasticity for each frame based on the ultra-
sound cross-section region data of the cross-section region
portion of the diagnosing object 10. The elasticity informa-
tion frame storing unit 60 stores a plurality of frames of the
elasticity information, for example, the elasticity information
of ten frames, output from the elasticity information calcu-
lating unit 34. The number of frames stored in the elasticity
information frame storing unit 60 can be set arbitrarily
through the operating unit 40.

The number of frames to be stored in the elasticity infor-
mation frame storing unit 60 can be also set in accordance
with a compression cycle of the ultrasound probe 12. When
the number of frames is set in accordance with the compres-
sion cycle of the ultrasound probe 12, the elasticity informa-
tion frame storing unit 60 stores frames of the elasticity infor-
mation corresponding to one cycle of compression.

Further, there is a method for deforming tissue using ultra-
sonic radiation pressure and measuring elasticity information
from the displacement. The number of frames to be stored in
the elasticity information frame storing unit 60 can be also set
in accordance with exposure time of ultrasonic radiation pres-
sure. When the number of frames is set in accordance with the
exposure time of the ultrasonic radiation pressure, the elas-
ticity information frame storing unit 60 stores frames of the
elastic information being irradiated with ultrasound radiation
pressure.

A calculation method of the temporal variation calculating
unit 62 will be described using F1G. 3. As illustrated in the left
side of FIG. 3, the image display unit 28 displays a synthetic
image of the cross-section region image and the elasticity
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image. It should be noted that the image display unit 28 may
display only the cross-section region image.

In the synthetic image of the cross-section region image
and the elasticity image, in addition to normal tissue 70 and
tumor tissue 72 which are morphologic information in the
cross-section region image, sclerotic tissue 74 which is hard-
ness information in the elasticity information is displayed
while being superimposed on the tumor tissue 72 in the cross-
section region image. Given that the tumor tissue 72 is dis-
played in black and the sclerotic tissue 74 is displayed in blue,
a portion where the tumor tissue 72 is superimposed on the
sclerotic tissue 74 is displayed in deep blue. The operator can
observe a portion displayed in deep blue as a portion which is
likely to be a malignant tumor.

The operator sets a region including the tumor tissue 72 as
a region of interest 80 using the operating unit 40. Measure-
ment points 82 are respectively set at respective measurement
points (X1 to Xn, Y1 to Yn) in the synthetic image of the
cross-section region image and the elasticity image. n is a
natural number. The region of interest 80 is a region on which
the operator focuses attention and is a region which is a target
of comparison for a ratio of the elasticity information.

It is possible to make the region of interest 80 set at the
operating unit 40 correspond to the plurality of frames of the
elasticity information stored in the elasticity information
frame storing unit 60. That is, it is possible to make a coor-
dinate of the region of interest 80 set at the operating unit 40
correspond to coordinates of the plurality of frames of the
elasticity information stored in the elasticity information
frame storing unit 60. Therefore, the region of interest is set at
the same position as the positions of the plurality of frames of
the elasticity information.

The temporal variation calculating unit 62 makes the
region of interest 80 set in the synthetic image of the cross-
section region image and the elasticity image correspond to
the plurality of frames of the elasticity information stored in
the elasticity information frame storing unit 60. Then, the
temporal variation calculating unit 62 respectively calculates
the region of interest 80 set in the synthetic image of the
cross-section region image and the elasticity image and the
index value of the elasticity information at the respective
measurement points 82 in the plurality of frames of the elas-
ticity information. Here, description will be provided using
an example of a ratio of the elasticity information as an index
value of the elasticity information. The temporal variation
calculating unit 62 calculates temporal variation at the respec-
tive measurement points based on the ratio of the elasticity
information.

As illustrated in the lower side of FIG. 3, the image display
unit 28 can also display temporal change of the ratio of the
elasticity information at the respective measurement points
using a graph. Here, description will be provided using an
example of strain which is the elasticity information. The
strain of the region of interest 80 is €,, and the strain at the
measurement points 82 is €,. The strain €, of the region of
interest 80 and the strain €, of the measurement points 82 are
respectively average values of the strain in the respective
regions. The temporal variation calculating unit 62 calculates
a ratio of strain €,/e,(€,,,;,). The ratio of strain €,/e, calcu-
lated at the temporal variation calculating unit 62 is displayed
at the image display unit 28 along with the time. It should be
noted that while description has been provided using an
example of the strain of the elasticity information, parameters
such as displacement, a modulus of elasticity and viscosity
may be used.

Here, the temporal variation calculating unit 62 calculates
variation of the index value of the elasticity information (ratio
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of the elasticity information) at the respective measurement
points in the plurality of frames of the elasticity information.
The temporal variation calculating unit 62 calculates a difter-
ence D1 between an upper limit value and a lower limit value
of the ratio of the elasticity information at the respective
measurement points in the plurality of frames of the elasticity
information. When the difference D1 between the upper limit
value and the lower limit value of the ratio of the elasticity
information is greater than a predefined threshold Th1, the
temporal variation calculating unit 62 calculates that the tem-
poral variation is great. When the difference D1 between the
upper limit value and the lower limit value of the ratio of the
elasticity information is smaller than the predefined threshold
Th1, the temporal variation calculating unit 62 calculates that
the temporal variation is small.

Specifically, at the measurement points (X1, Y1), the dit-
ference D1 between the upper limit value and the lower limit
value of the ratio of the elasticity information is smaller than
the predefined threshold Th1, and variation of the ratio of the
elasticity information is small. The temporal variation calcu-
lating unit 62 calculates that the measurement points (X1,Y1)
are measurement points at which temporal variation is small.
At the measurement points (X2, Y2), the difference D1
between the upper limit value and the lower limit value of the
ratio of the elasticity information is greater than the pre-
defined threshold Thl, and variation of the ratio of the elas-
ticity information is great. The temporal variation calculating
unit 62 calculates that the measurement points (X2, Y2) are
measurement points at which temporal variation is great. In
this way, the temporal variation calculating unit 62 compares
the difference between the upper limit value and the lower
limit value of the ratio of the elasticity information at the
respective measurement points (X1 to Xn, Y1 to Yn) in the
synthetic image of the cross-section region image and the
elasticity image with the predefined threshold Thl to calcu-
late variation of the ratio of the elasticity information at the
respective measurement points.

While the temporal variation calculating unit 62 calculates
temporal variation using the difference between the upper
limit value and the lower limit value of the ratio of the elas-
ticity information at the respective measurement points, the
temporal variation may be obtained using the following equa-
tion which uses standard deviation of the elasticity informa-
tion in a time direction at the respective measurement points.

T
Zl (Erarioxy - Erarioxy)z
=

T

3,,: time standard deviation at the respective measurement
point

€, iy @ atio of elasticity information at the respective
measurement point

€, 4ii0ny ime average of a ratio of elasticity information at
the respective measurement point

T: time or frame

Further, the temporal variation calculating unit 62 can use
variance, a coefficient of variation, or the like, in place of the
above. The temporal variation calculating unit 62 calculates
temporal variation based on magnitude of dispersion of the
elasticity information or calculates temporal variation based
on magnitude of a coefficient of variation of the elasticity
information.

As illustrated in the right side of FIG. 3, the temporal

variation image constituting unit 52 constitutes a temporal

[Equation 1]

dy =
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variation image 86 indicating that temporal variation is
greater than the threshold for the measurement point at which
temporal variation analyzed at the temporal variation analyz-
ing unit 50 is greater than the threshold. Specifically, the
temporal variation image constituting unit 52 constitutes the
temporal variation image 86 based on a temporal variation
display bar 84 where measurement points at which temporal
variation is greater than the threshold are identified.

The temporal variation display bar 84 is set so as to display
the temporal variation image for the measurement points at
which temporal variation is great. For example, the temporal
variation display bar 84 is set so as to display the temporal
variation image when the difference D1 between the upper
limit value and the lower limit value of the ratio of the elas-
ticity information is greater than the predefined threshold Th1
and not to display the temporal variation image when the
difference D1 between the upper limit value and the lower
limit value of the ratio of the elasticity information is smaller
than the predefined threshold Thl.

That is, when the difference D1 between the upper limit
value and the lower limit value of the ratio of the elasticity
information is greater than the predefined threshold Thl, the
temporal variation image constituting unit 52 constitutes a
temporal variation image and makes the image display unit 28
display the temporal variation image. When the difference D1
between the upper limit value and the lower limit value of the
ratio of the elasticity information is smaller than the pre-
defined threshold Th1, the temporal variation image consti-
tuting unit 52 does not constitute a temporal variation image.

As illustrated in the right side of FIG. 3, the image display
unit 28 displays a synthetic image of the cross-section region
image and the temporal variation image. The operator can
confirm that a region in which the temporal variation image is
displayed is a region where there is temporal variation.

Another calculation method at the temporal variation cal-
culating unit 62 will be described using FIG. 4. As illustrated
in the left side of FIG. 4, the image display unit 28 displays a
synthetic image of the cross-section region image and the
elasticity image.

The operator sets a region of interest 90 using the operating
unit 40. When the region of interest 90 is set, in the synthetic
image of the cross-section region image and the elasticity
image, in addition to the normal tissue 70 and the tumor tissue
72 which are morphologic information in the cross-section
region image, sclerotic tissue 74 which is hardness informa-
tion in the elasticity information is displayed while being
superimposed on the tumor tissue 72 in the cross-section
region image.

Measurement points 82 are respectively set at respective
measurement points (Xa to Xm, Ya to Ym) in the region of
interest 90 of the synthetic image of the cross-section region
image and the elasticity image. a and m are natural numbers,
and a<m.

The temporal variation calculating unit 62 calculates elas-
ticity information in the set region of interest 90 and the
measurement points 82 in a plurality of frames of the elastic-
ity information stored in the elasticity information frame
storing unit 60. The temporal variation calculating unit 62
calculates temporal variation at the respective measuring
points based on displacement of the elasticity information.

As illustrated in the lower side of FIG. 4, the image display
unit 28 can also display the displacement of the elasticity
information at the respective measurement points using a
graph. Here, strain which is the elasticity information will be
described as an example. The strain of the measurement
points 82 is ;. At the image display unit 28, the strain €,
calculated at the temporal variation calculating unit 62 is
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displayed along with time. It should be noted that while an
example of the strain of the elasticity information has been
described, parameters such as displacement, a modulus of
elasticity and viscosity may be used.

Here, the temporal variation calculating unit 62 calculates
variation of the elasticity information at the respective mea-
surement points in the plurality of frames of the elasticity
information. The temporal variation calculating unit 62 cal-
culates displacement D2 of the elasticity information at the
respective measurement points in the plurality of frames of
the elasticity information. When the displacement D2 of the
elasticity information is greater than a predefined threshold
Th2, the temporal variation calculating unit 62 calculates that
temporal variation is great. When the displacement D2 of the
elasticity information is smaller than the predefined threshold
Th2, the temporal variation calculating unit 62 calculates that
temporal variation is small.

Specifically, at the measurement points (X3, Y3), the dis-
placement D2 of the elasticity information is smaller than the
predefined threshold Th2, and the variation of the elasticity
information is small. The temporal variation calculating unit
62 calculates that the measurement points (X3,Y3) are mea-
surement points at which temporal variation is small. At the
measurement points (X4, Y4), the displacement D2 of the
elasticity information is greater than the predefined threshold
Th2, and the variation of the elasticity information is great.
The temporal variation calculating unit 62 calculates that the
measurement points (X4, Y4) are measurement points at
which temporal variation is great. In this way, the temporal
variation calculating unit 62 compares the displacement of
the elasticity information at the respective measurement
points (Xa to Xm, Ya to Ym) in the region of interest 90 which
is a display region of the elasticity image with the predefined
threshold Th2 to calculate variation of the elasticity informa-
tion at the respective measurement points.

As illustrated in the right side of FIG. 4, the temporal
variation image constituting unit 52 constitutes a temporal
variation image 96 indicating that the temporal variation is
great for the measurement points at which the temporal varia-
tion analyzed at the temporal variation analyzing unit 50 is
great. A display region 92 for displaying the temporal varia-
tion image 96 is the same region as the region of interest 90
which is displayed as the display region of the elasticity
image.

Specifically, the temporal variation image constituting unit
52 constitutes the temporal variation image 96 based on a
temporal variation display bar 94 where the measurement
points at which the temporal variation is great are identified.
Thetemporal variation display bar 94 is set so as to display the
temporal variation image for the measurement points at
which the temporal variation is great.

As illustrated in the right side of FIG. 4, the image display
unit 28 displays a synthetic image of the cross-section region
image and the temporal variation image. The operator can
confirm that a region where the temporal variation image is
displayed is a region where there is temporal variation.

Therefore, because the operator can recognize that the
region where the temporal variation image is displayed is a
region where there is temporal variation, the elasticity infor-
mation calculating unit 34 can calculate an index value of the
elasticity information in a region other than the region where
the temporal variation image is displayed in the plurality of
frames of the elasticity information stored in the elasticity
information frame storing unit 60. Therefore, if the operator
sets a region other than the region where the temporal varia-
tion image is displayed as a region of interest for which an
index value of the elasticity information is calculated, it is
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possible to calculate an index value of the elasticity informa-
tion without being affected by temporal variation. That is, it is
possible to calculate an index value of the elasticity informa-
tion at a stable measurement position.

It should be noted that when the temporal variation image
is equal to or greater than a predetermined region (for
example, equal to or greater than half of a screen) and it is
inappropriate that the elasticity information calculating unit
34 calculates an index value of the elasticity information, the
control unit 42 makes the image display unit 28 display an
alarm for shooting an image again. When an image is shot
again and the temporal variation image is smaller than the
predetermined region (for example, smaller than the half of
the screen), the control unit 42 regards that the elasticity
image become stable, and the elasticity information calculat-
ing unit 34 calculates an index value of the elasticity infor-
mation. The temporal variation image constituting unit 52 can
also constitute a temporal variation image at the time when
the image is shot again and make the image display unit 28
display the updated temporal variation image.

Operation of the present embodiment will be described
next using FIG. 5.

(S100) The image display unit 28 displays a synthetic
image of the cross-section region image constituted by the
cross-section region image constituting unit 24 and the elas-
ticity image based on strain or a modulus of elasticity, con-
stituted by the elasticity image constituting unit 36.

(S102) It is selected whether or not an index value of the
elasticity information is calculated at a predetermined mea-
surement position on the synthetic image of the cross-section
region image and the elasticity image. When the index value
of the elasticity information is calculated, the flow proceeds
to S104. When the index value of the elasticity information is
not calculated, the flow ends.

(S104) The region of interest 80 is set using the operating
unit 40. The region of interest 90 may be set as the display
region of the elasticity image.

(S106) The temporal variation analyzing unit 50 calculates
an index value or displacement of the elasticity information at
the set region of interest and measurement points in the plu-
rality of frames of the elasticity information. The temporal
variation analyzing unit 50 compares the index value or the
displacement of the elasticity information with a predefined
threshold to calculate variation of the elasticity information at
the respective measurement points.

(S108) The temporal variation image constituting unit 52
constitutes temporal variation images 86 and 96 indicating
that the temporal variation is great for the measurement points
at which the temporal variation analyzed at the temporal
variation analyzing unit 50 is great.

(S110) The operator sets a region other than the region
where the temporal variation image is displayed as a region of
interest for which an index value of the elasticity information
is calculated, and the elasticity information calculating unit
34 calculates an index value of the elasticity information.

It should be noted that the region of interest for which an
index value of the elasticity information is calculated can be
automatically set in a region other than the region where the
temporal variation image is displayed. Specifically, the con-
trol unit 42 recognizes the region where the temporal varia-
tion image is displayed and sets a region other than the region
where the temporal variation image is displayed as the region
of interest. The control unit 42 sets sclerotic tissue 74 which
is hardness information in the elasticity image in a region
other than the region where the temporal variation image is
displayed as a first region of interest, and sets a region other
than the sclerotic tissue 74 and other than the region where the
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temporal variation image is displayed as a second region of
interest. The elasticity information calculating unit 34 calcu-
lates an index value of the elasticity information (for example,
a ratio of the elasticity information) in the first region of
interest and the second region of interest set by the control
unit 42 in the plurality of frames of the elasticity information
stored in the elasticity information frame storing unit 60. The
index value of the elasticity information calculated by the
elasticity information calculating unit 34 is displayed at the
image display unit 28 through the image synthesizing unit 26.

Further, the first region of interest and the second region of
interest are set in advance through the operating unit 40, and
when the temporal variation image constituted by the tempo-
ral variation image constituting unit 52 is superimposed on
the first region of interest and the second region of interest, the
elasticity information calculating unit 34 does not calculate
an index value of the elasticity information in the first region
of interest and the second region of interest. The control unit
42 makes the image display unit 28 display an alarm for
shooting an image again. When the temporal variation image
constituted by the temporal variation image constituting unit
52 is not superimposed on the first region of interest and the
second region of interest, the elasticity information calculat-
ing unit 34 calculates an index value of the elasticity infor-
mation in the first region of interest and the second region of
interest. The index value of the elasticity information calcu-
lated by the elasticity information calculating unit 34 is dis-
played at the image display unit 28 through the image syn-
thesizing unit 26.

As described above, according to the present embodiment,
the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus including the cross-section
region image constituting unit 24 configured to constitute a
cross-section region image of a diagnosis portion of the diag-
nosing object through the ultrasound probe 12, the elasticity
information calculating unit 34 configured to calculate the
elasticity information indicating hardness, the elasticity
image constituting unit 36 configured to constitute the elas-
ticity image based on the elasticity information calculated at
the elasticity information calculating unit 34, and the image
display unit 28 configured to display the cross-section region
image and the elasticity image, further includes the temporal
variation analyzing unit 50 configured to analyze temporal
variation at the respective measurement points from the elas-
ticity information calculated at the elasticity information cal-
culating unit 34 and the temporal variation image constituting
unit 52 configured to constitute a temporal variation image
based on the temporal variation analyzed at the temporal
variation analyzing unit, and the image display unit 28 dis-
plays the temporal variation image.

It is therefore possible to display the temporal variation
image based on the temporal variation of the elasticity infor-
mation. Further, it is possible to calculate an index value of
the elasticity information at a stable measurement position in
a region other than the region where the temporal variation
image is displayed. That is, it is possible to calculate an index
value of the elasticity information at a stable measurement
position without depending on the operator.

Second Embodiment

A second embodiment will be described using FIG. 6 and
FIG. 7. As illustrated in FIG. 6, the second embodiment is
different from the first embodiment in that a calculation time
setting unit 100 for setting a calculation time during which an
index value of the elasticity information is calculated by the
elasticity information calculating unit 34 is provided.
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As illustrated in FIG. 7, the temporal variation calculating
unit 62 of the temporal variation analyzing unit 50 calculates
variation of the index value of the elasticity information (ratio
of the elasticity information) at the respective measurement
points in the plurality of frames of the elasticity information
as described in the first embodiment.

As illustrated in FIG. 3, at the measurement points (X2,
Y2), the difference D1 between the upper limit value and the
lower limit value of the ratio of the elasticity information is
greater than the predefined threshold Th1, and the variation of
the ratio of the elasticity information is great. While the
temporal variation calculating unit 62 calculates that the mea-
surement points (X2, Y2) are measurement points at which
the temporal variation is great, the index value is stable in a
time period between time t1 and time t2. The time period
between time t1 and time t2 during which the index value is
stable is a time period during which the difference D1
between the upper limit value and the lower limit value of the
ratio of the elasticity information is smaller than the pre-
defined threshold Th1.

As illustrated in FIG. 7, the time period 110 between time
t1 and time 12 is a time period during which the difference D1
between the upper limit value and the lower limit value of the
ratio of the elasticity information is smaller than the pre-
defined threshold Th1. That is, the time period 110 between
time t1 and time t2 can be regarded as a time period during
which the index value is stable. Therefore, the calculation
time setting unit 100 selects the time period between time t1
and time t2 during which the index value is stable and sets the
time period 110 between the time t1 and time t2 during which
the index value is stable as calculation time of the calculation
time setting unit 100. The image display unit 28 displays the
time period 110 between time t1 and time t2 during which the
index value is stable.

The elasticity information calculating unit 34 calculates an
index value of the elasticity information in the time period
110 between time t1 and time t2 set by the calculation time
setting unit 100. It is also possible to select a plurality of
frames from the time period between time t1 and time t2 and
calculate an index value of the elasticity information in the
selected frames 112. The image display unit 28 displays the
selected frames 112.

The elasticity information calculating unit 34 can calculate
an index value of the elasticity information according to the
number of frames if the number of frames to be selected from
the time period between time t1 and time 12 is determined in
advance. For example, if the number of frames is set at ten, it
is possible to select ten frames from the time period between
time t1 and time t2, and the elasticity information calculating
unit 34 can calculate an index value of the elasticity informa-
tion from the selected ten frames.

According to the present embodiment, it is possible to
calculate an index value of the elasticity information at a
stable measurement position in a region other than the region
where the temporal variation image is displayed and during
the time period during which an index value is stable. That is,
it is possible to calculate an index value of the elasticity
information at a stable measurement position without
depending on the operator.
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22 Phasing and adding unit
24 Cross-section region image constituting unit
26 Image synthesizing unit
28 Image display unit
30 RF signal frame data selecting unit
32 Displacement measuring unit
34 Elasticity information calculating unit
36 Elasticity image constituting unit
40 Operating unit
42 Control unit
50 Temporal variation analyzing unit
52 Temporal variation image constituting unit
60 Elasticity information frame storing unit
62 Temporal variation calculating unit
The invention claimed is:
1. An ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus comprising:
a cross-section region image constituting unit that, when
executed by a processor, constitutes a cross-section
region image of a diagnosis portion of a diagnosing
object through an ultrasound probe;
an elasticity information calculator that calculates elastic-
ity information indicating hardness;
an elasticity image constituting unit that, when executed by
a processor, constitutes an elasticity image based on the
elasticity information calculated at the elasticity infor-
mation calculator;
an image display that displays the cross-section region
image and the elasticity image;
atemporal variation analyzing unit that, when executed by
a processor, analyzes temporal variation at respective
measurement points from the elasticity information cal-
culated at the elasticity information calculator;
a temporal variation image constituting unit that, when
executed by a processor, constitutes a temporal variation
image based on the temporal variation analyzed at the
temporal variation analyzing unit,
wherein:
the temporal variation image constituting unit consti-
tutes the temporal variation image for a measurement
point at which the temporal variation is greater than a
threshold, and does not constitute the temporal varia-
tion image for a measurement point at which the tem-
poral variation is smaller than the threshold, and

the image display displays the temporal variation image.

2. The ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the temporal variation analyzing unit comprises:

an elasticity information frame storing unit that, when
executed by a processor, stores plurality of frames of
elasticity information; and

atemporal variation calculator configured to calculate tem-
poral variation from the plurality of frames of the elas-
ticity information.

3. The ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus according to claim 2,
wherein the temporal variation calculator calculates the tem-
poral variation using any one of a ratio, a difference, standard
deviation, dispersion and a coefficient of variation of the
elasticity information.

4. The ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus according to claim 2,
wherein the temporal variation calculator calculates an index
value of the elasticity information at a region of interest and
respective measurement points set in a synthetic image of the
cross-section region image and the elasticity image in the
plurality of frames ofthe elasticity information and calculates
variation of the index value of the elasticity information at the
respective measurement points.

5. The ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus according to claim 2,
wherein the temporal variation calculator calculates a differ-
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ence between an upper limit value and a lower limit value of
aratio of the elasticity information at the respective measure-
ment points in the plurality of frames of the elasticity infor-
mation, and, when the difference between the upper limit
value and the lower limit value of the ratio of the elasticity
information is greater than a predefined threshold, calculates
that temporal variation is great.

6. The ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus according to claim 2,
wherein, when the difference between the upper limit value
and the lower limit value of the ratio of the elasticity infor-
mation is greater than the predefined threshold, the temporal
variation image constituting unit constitutes the temporal
variation image and makes the image display displays the
temporal variation image.

7. The ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus according to claim 2,
wherein, when displacement of the elasticity information is
greater than a predefined threshold, the temporal variation
calculator calculates that temporal variation is great.

8. The ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the image display displays a synthetic image of the
cross-section region image and the temporal variation image.

9. The ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus according to claim 1,
further comprising a controller configured to control the
image display to display an alarm for shooting an image again
when the temporal variation image is equal to or greater than
a predetermined region.

10. The ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus according to claim
1, further comprising a controller configured to recognize a
region where the temporal variation image is displayed and
set aregion other than the region where the temporal variation
image is displayed as a region of interest.

11. The ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus according to claim
1, wherein a first region of interest and a second region of
interest are set in advance, and, when the temporal variation
image constituted by the temporal variation image constitut-
ing unit is superimposed on the first region of interest and the
second region of interest, the elasticity information calculator
does not calculate an index value of the elasticity information
in the first region of interest and the second region of interest.

12. The ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus according to claim
1, further comprising a calculation time setting unit that,
when executed by a processor sets a calculation time during
which an index value of the elasticity information is calcu-
lated at the elasticity information calculator.
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13. An image display method for displaying a cross-section
region image and an elasticity image, the method comprising:
analyzing temporal variation at respective measurement
points from elasticity information indicating hardness;
constituting a temporal variation image based on the tem-
poral variation;

constituting the temporal variation image for a measure-
ment point at which the temporal variation is greater
than a threshold and does not constitute the temporal
variation image for a measurement point at which the
temporal variation is smaller than the threshold; and

displaying the temporal variation image.

14. An ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus comprising:

a cross-section region image constituting unit, executed by
aprocessor, to constitute a cross-section region image of
a diagnosis portion of a diagnosing object through an
ultrasound probe;

an elasticity information calculator that calculates elastic-
ity information indicating hardness;

an elasticity image constituting unit, executed by a proces-
sor, to constitute an elasticity image based on the elas-
ticity information calculated at the elasticity information
calculator;

an image display that displays the cross-section region
image and the elasticity image;

a temporal variation analyzing unit, executed by a proces-
sor, to analyze temporal variation at respective measure-
ment points from the elasticity information calculated at
the elasticity information calculator;

atemporal variation image constituting unit, executed by a
processor, to constitute a temporal variation image
based on the temporal variation analyzed at the temporal
variation constituting unit,

wherein a first region of interest and a second region of
interest are set in advance, and, when the temporal varia-
tion image constituted by the temporal variation image
constituting unit is superimposed on the first region of
interest and the second region of interest, the elasticity
information calculator does not calculate an index value
of the elasticity information in the first region of interest
and the second region of interest, and

wherein the image display displays the temporal variation
image.



